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Movism

prologue to a new visual theory in landscape architecture

If we accept the precept that landscape architecture has always been bound
to a strong pictorial and aesthetic tradition, then we are entitled to ask what
referential image, if any, prevails in today’s landscape practice. Ever since
the early Renaissance there has always been a strong and determined picture
frame in which our perception of landscape has expanded and matured, but
with the advent of the moving image, particularly within new media, the
notion of a precise reference image has become both relative and confused.
New media simply brings us too many images, they are diffused via t.v. into
countless superimpositions and impressions which, because of their sheer
quantity and incessant flux, become a valueless juxtaposition of pictures.
Walter Benjamin had already understood this problem when he referred to
the work of art in the age of reproduction, and although he essentially dealt
with the question of the diluted meaning of art within mass culture, he tou-
ched upon something that has become quite overwhelming today: the over-
abundance of image in the age of mass media. Another major hurdle which
we have not yet integrated in our reflection on contemporary landscape aes-
thetics, is the ever growing presence and significance of the moving image
in our daily lives and in our very own visual thinking. Outside the home
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window, today’s reference frame for landscapes is almost always in motion,
be it the windshield of a car, the window of a train or an airplane, or simply
the film screen showing a wonderful sample of springtime promenade in
the meadows to sell us some piece of chocolate. Over the last century, the
moving picture and its depiction of nature has broadly invaded and sur-
passed the traditional landscape iconic system that we had grown accusto-
med to. The truth of the matter is, that we have lost the thread that once



linked us to such a strong, simple and meditative acceptance of a single
picture as landscape reference. This is the reason why we have sought tog-
ether with Marc Schwarz, Udo Weilacher, André Miiller and Fred Truniger
of the Landscape Video Lab and the Landscape Post Graduate programme
at the ETH, to pursue with the help of students the question of framing and
sampling new modes of representation and observation in landscape archi-
tecture.

"Movism™: I would like to postulate that a moving picture can and should
become the visual reference mode for contemporary landscape design. Seve-
ral reasons plead in favour of such a choice. The accessibility and imme-
diacy of moving images that are captured and manipulated in video, bring us
closer to a sensual and experiential depiction than other means of communi-
cation that we have grown accustomed to. And as a matter of fact, it seems
rather difficult to imagine any other way to grasp the true, albeit fleeting
essence of our epoch outside the culture of the moving picture. John Berger
in his book entitled the Sense of Sight talks about "the moment of cubism™;
and although he is still referring to a late modern pictorial mode on the brink
of total expressionism and abstraction, his remark about the convergence of
innovations and perceptual change that impacted society at large, applies to
contemporary "movism’” as well.

"At the moment of Cubism, no denials were necessary. It was a moment of
prophecy, but prophecy as the basis of a transformation that had actually
begun... Cubism changed the nature of the relationship between the painted
image and reality, and by so doing it expressed a new relationship between
man and reality.” !

I am convinced that we are living similar times with the moving picture
and its wider ramifications via internet and home computer video techno-
logy. This is why we can call this phenomenon without any irony "movism”.
Whether "movism” has already had an impact on the relationship between
man and his perceptual reality is not to be doubted, it is rather the question
of the degree and depth to which it has influenced our way of seeing and pro-
jecting on the world that matters now. The birth of the moving picture one
hundred years ago coincides roughly with the birth of the ever more rapidly
moving man. How such a coincidence has impacted our way of seeing, and
the aesthetics of our very own environment remains to be proven. I would
argue, whether we like it or not, that we are more than ever determined by
"movism” in our daily choices and visions. We experience on a daily basis,
an extremely complex set of parameters which literally set ourselves as well
as our living environment in motion.
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" ... Cubism changed the nature of the relationship
between the painted image and reality ... ”
John Berger
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Video works have the immense advantage of showing just a partial and
subjective point of view. They hint at the idea that each individual sees
and experiences things differently, in different places, at different speeds
and various times of day. They play with landscapes as settings for solitary
meditation or on the contrary as a receptacle for crowds and events. All
these observations however relative they may be, have a direct impact on
subsequent design choices and orientations for any given place. The video
no longer refers to a static icon or distant image from elsewhere, it does

not borrow its aesthetic from a ready-made image, it is just a sample of
the raw stuff at hand at the given time and place when the video take
was made. Each site, therefore, becomes self referential, and the individual
works distinguish theselves from one another by the specific framing and
picture sequence that is chosen. One could of course still argue that all this is
just nonsense, that landscapes never move, and that for this reason alone, the
still picture should continue to have a central role to play in our profession.
But I defy anybody to tell me that our world has remained unchanged
over the past hundred years, and although some mountains still have not
moved, rivers have flowed,overflowed and changed their course, and people
have moved and flown and fought around almost every point of the globe.
With new technology, images and sounds have been zapped at ever greater
speeds. They have produced a visual and sound culture of their own, with
its very own electronic horizons as Paul Virilio would say. Do not get me
wrong, I am not a proponent of landscape as rap. I just believe that in terms
of value theory there has been a paradigm shift with respect to the place
of vision and sound in our society, and I am convinced that what I name




"movism” ought to be thouroughly integrated in each and every design ope-
ration to come. Everything has become so relative through movement; some
environments can be extremely comfortable when experienced at certain
speeds and become most disquieting at others. Outside coloured plans and
sections and perfect picture postcard views, what are the present tools of
representation that we work with? "Movism”, is just about looking at the
world in a different, sometimes deranged way, to bring forth reactions and
maybe even true sentiment in design.

Our nostalgic forbearers, proponents of Arcadian models based on the pic-
turesque still have their place in our hearts today, but theirs is a model that
has had a very limited impact on the world that we presently experience.
As John Dixon Hunt would say, there have been many lost opportunities to
rethink and reinvent landscape with respect to our modern environment:

"From the late eighteenth century an obsession with one kind of garden-
basically the English landscape or sometimes (significantly) the picturesque
garden of the upper and middling landed gentry — seems to have prevented
theory from addressing the many other types of site that the modern world
has called for since that watershed of 1800. The grounds of a typical English
country estate provided the model for all nineteenth century developments:
the cemetery, the public park, the golf course. And the fixation on that one
hypothetical model doubtless explains some of the great missed opportuni-
ties of the twentieth century: airports, the highway, the railroad...”

Is it not ironic to note that all the missed opportunities mentioned, have to
do with movement, displacement and generally speaking the framing of a
space-time phenomenon within the landscape? Could there not be more of
a correlation between these landscapes of motion and our very own picture
motion culture? Today we are at a loss when it comes to finding such clear
and dynamic visual references, and the explanation for this loss probably
lies in a series of disciplinary choices that the profession has made over the
last decades, which have removed us gradually from landscape as an aesthe-
tic and visual process and pushed us more towards landscape as a scientific
and abstract model oriented field.

Is it not all too surprising, in an age where pictures are vibrant and moving
all around us, to find out that landscape architecture is experiencing an extra-
ordinary loss of imageability? This can be plainly explained by the fact that
we are now working in the absence of a visual reference that is congruent
with today’s environment. When looking at the mangle of unmentionable
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" ... the fixation on that one hypothetical model doubtless
explains some of the great missed opportunities of the
twentieth century: airports, the highway, the railroad ...”

John Dixon Hunt
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"... that memory may help to redress the balance.”
Simon Shama




































